This study focuses on Morton Feldman's Rothko Chapel as a case of musical ekphrasis, re-presenting Rothko's chapel in Houston, Texas. The study presents an interpretation of Feldman's piece as a reflection of Rothko's aesthetic and social statement embodied in the chapel, by drawing a parallel between the experience of musical temporality in the piece and the chapel's relation to Western spirituality.
1
In 1971, New York composer Morton Feldman travelled to Houston, Texas, for the opening ceremony of the spiritual center planned and designed by his recently deceased friend, painter Mark Rothko. It was during this visit that the founders of the chapel commissioned a composition to be performed in the space the following year. The resulting piece, Feldman tells in an interview, is a unique work in his repertory. While Feldman's compositions are remarkable in their dialogue with, and influence from, the works of New York expressionist painters circa 1950, Rothko Chapel stands out as the only piece by Feldman that bears a relationship to a specific work of art-Mark Rothko's chapel in Houston.1 Feldman characterizes the piece as "autobiographical," and speaks in an interview of its connection to Rothko, to the chapel, and to Feldman's life. Lydia Goehr mentions Feldman's Rothko Chapel and its connection to Rothko's chapel in Houston as an example of musical ekphrasis, the musical representation of another artwork.3 Originally referring to an ancient Greek rhetorical technique described in texts from the Roman period, the term ekphrasis was appropriated in the late nineteenth century to refer to works of literature that represent other artworks. My study begins with a brief review of the origin of ekphrasis and its transformations over time, from its Greek roots until the relatively recent application to musical works. Since familiarity with the object of ekphrasis (the original artwork) is a prerequisite for an ekphrastic hearing of a composition, the discussion of Feldman's piece in this paper is preceded by an interpretation of the chapel from a visitor's point of view, drawing from literary theorist Leo Bersani and filmmaker Ulysse Dutoit. Finally, I offer guide points towards a hearing of Feldman's piece as a musical re-presentation of a visitor's experience inside Rothko's chapel.
2
Ekphrasis was taught in ancient Greece as a method of speech or writing intended to describe a non-present (either existing or non-existing) subject-a rhetorical tool that "brings the subject matter vividly before the eyes."4 Possible subject matter for ekphrasis varied widely and included not only works of art, but also scenes (such as battles), people and animals, or even objects, like the portrayal of Achilles' shield in Homer's Iliad, and more. Webb's comprehensive historical study traces the first use of the term to Theon's Progymnasmata, a first-century CE manual of exercises in rhetoric for Greek students. Exercises in ekphrasis appeared in Progymnasmata manuals from the first to the fifth
